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Unliking Facebook - the social media addiction 
that has you by the throat 

By Justin Huntsdale 

There's an addiction in society that is spreading daily, shows no signs of stopping, affects 
more people than drugs and alcohol, and it's so clever that you might not even know you're 
suffering. It's an addiction to social media. 

What seems like harmless online socialising and entertainment is fast turning into 
an addiction that is creating diverse problems with mental health, physical health 
and social skills. 

It's within reach all over our smart phones, and as social media use grows, 
researchers are starting to realise the consequences. 

Seven months ago, Wollongong's Lauren Thrift did what many people would find 
unthinkable - she deleted her Facebook account. 

"There wasn't a particular event, I just become aware that my Facebook feed was 
directly affecting how I felt," she says. 

"You see negative things and you feel negatively, and I had a moment of clarity that 
it wasn't just something you do in your spare time - it was affecting how I felt and 
went about my day." 

She contacted her friends and told them to email or contact her by phone, and now 
says her only regret was that she didn't do it sooner. 

"The first week felt hard like [giving up] a genuine addiction, but it was wonderful. 

"It sounds so strange and it [social media use] seems like such a small thing 
because everyone does it and it seems so natural, but it truly felt liberating. 

"I no longer have to see everyone else's stuff I wasn't asking for and you get to 
interact with your friends how you're supposed to." 


A wolf in sheep's clothing 

Social media is presented as a fun, innovative and exciting technology we should 
give ourselves to because it's a major part of modern business and keeping up to 
date. 

Social media addiction is a special area of interest for University of Wollongong 
technology lecturer Associate Professor Katina Michael. 

She researches how emerging technology affects society and says we have 
created a 'look down' generation, where people are now obsessed with using social 
media on their smart phones. 
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But like anything that stimulates our brain to release feel-good chemicals, it needs 
to be kept in check, and when it doesn't, the consequences of this new technology 
are looking bad. 

"Some of the implications are grave - some people have begun to link social media 
addiction with feelings of anxiety, depression and mental health issues," Associate 
Professor Michael says. 

"It can trigger an obsessive compulsive disorder, but increasingly the social impacts 
on health have yet to be defined. 

"We don't have names for the health implications yet because we're just starting to 
see the effects of it." 


How to know when you're addicted? 

You might be suffering from a social media addiction without even knowing it. 
Katina Michael says you may be hooked if: 


• You get anxious when you wake up and feel pressure to access your social 
media accounts, and you do so while you're still in bed. 

• When you're not on Facebook, you're preoccupied with it even if you're not 
online. 

• You close the Facebook screen and instantaneously re-open it and not know 
why. 

• You hear social media notifications come through on your phone and act on 
them, even if you're in the middle of a conversation. 

Lauren Thrift says she kicked her social media addiction by going cold turkey, and 
now volunteers herself as a success story for deleting your Facebook account. 

"I hear people complaining about it, so I'm an advocate [for deleting it] -1 did it and 
I'm telling them to please do it because it's wonderful." 


A different version of yourself 

Scroll through your Facebook news feed and you may notice a reoccurring theme 
of boasting. 

In an effort to attract attention, people post their latest gourmet dish, their new 
haircut, the spectacular view on their holiday, or their harmonious and happy family. 

According to Katina Michael, this causes a personality division - there is the online 
'varnished' version of you, and then there is your everyday ordinary life. 

This forces people to become more expert at curating their online self in all its 
flawless, lightly saturated, vignetted glory. 

We then become addicted to the likes, comments and virtual pats on the back we 
receive from posting this material. 
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It's the same sense of satisfaction and excitement we get from eating chocolate or 
having sex - activities that stimulate the neurotransmitter dopamine's pathways in 
our brain. 

"What we're doing is filling up our time with nothingness, when we should be 
reflecting," Associate Professor Michael says. 

"There's no time to reflect on our actions - we are always reporting from where we 
are but not reflecting, and that time to physically reflect is diminishing." 


Why we reveal so much of ourselves online 

The social media environment is incredibly noisy. 

At any given time, millions of people are posting every element of their waking life 
to their social media accounts. 

Social media gives us an avenue for us to be heard - something Katina Michael 
says is at the heart of why people share so much online. 

But we're not only able to be heard, we're also hearing a lot from everyone else, 
and this can lead to more problems. 

"It's been shown people are envious when they benchmark themselves with their 
peers," Associate Professor Michael says. 

"Social media becomes a type of confession - you used to go to a priest to confess, 
but now we confess to a thing - it's an application. 

"Possibly nobody's listening to us, but there's a need to share." 

And in an effort to be heard when the noise is deafening, people share more of 
themselves than they ordinarily might, and post more often, with more mundane 
content. 

At the top of your Facebook profile where you can write something for everyone to 
see, it asks 'What's on your mind'? 

The answer is fast becoming 'this, at the expense of everything else'. 
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Social media addiction is silently taking hold of 
many people's lives, causing psychological and 
social problems. ( Justin Huntsdale - ABC) 
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